C lassical breeding combined with modern genesplicing techniques may be the key to maintaining and creating grape hybrids resistant to Pierce's disease, UC scientists told a workshop for North Coast vintners. The workshop, held April 22 in Napa and hosted by UC Riverside's College of Natural and Agricultural Sciences, was designed to give local growers and vintners the latest information on the deadly plant disease.
While the nonnative glassy-winged sharpshooter (GWSS) -which transmits the Pierce's disease (PD) pathogen Xylella fastidiosa -has not become established in northern premium wine-grape growing areas, it has made inroads and damaged several hundred acres of vines in Southern California. This voracious insect -a highly efficient vector for the disease -has spread northward from Southern California to Kern and Tulare counties.
UC Davis geneticist Andrew Walker is breeding varieties to confer disease resistance without losing flavor characteristics suitable for the table-grape, raisin and wine industries. However, he estimates it may be 15 to 20 years before disease-resistant commercial wine-grape varieties are available.
Scientists typically search for disease-resistance characteristics in wild but related species. Walker and his colleagues are using four wild species that show PD-resistance, all from the southeastern United States. They are also experimenting with dozens of resistant selections from breeders there.
UC Davis geneticist Andrew Walker and colleagues are studying the grape genome, in order to identify genes that confer resistance to Pierce's disease and other grape maladies.
UC Riverside plant pathologist Donald Cooksey also emphasized the variety of genetic strains of Pierce's disease. Some strains of X. fastidiosa can cause disease on grapes, almonds and alfalfa, while others attack citrus, coffee and oleander specifically. Xylella is a specialized pathogen, growing only in the plant xylem and insect mouthparts. Strategies to prevent disease include techniques to prevent establishment of Xylella in the sharpshooter mouthparts and the use of harmless, naturally occurring endophytic bacteria to compete with Xylella for colonization of grapevines.
Damage to grapevines in the Napa and Sonoma valleys tends to be concentrated at the edges of vineyards, UC Berkeley entomologist Alexander Purcell told the workshop. With the introduction of GWSS, there could be transmission from vine to vine, and the possibility of an exponential growth in numbers of infected plants.
Sponsors of the conference included UC agricultural departments and centers, UC Cooperative Extension, the North Coast Pierce's Disease Task Force, and a variety of vintners and agricultural suppliers.
-Michael Barnes
Central Valley growers pulling grapevines F aced with a grape glut and depressed prices, grape growers in the Central Valley have pulled out more than 50,000 acres of vines since 1999.
"Whenever there's a glut, the Central Valley always gets hit the hardest," UC viticulture advisor Stephen Vasquez says, "because it has more uncontracted acreage and its climate is not conducive to higher-end grapes."
The 8-county region's total grape acreage peaked at nearly 600,000 acres in 1999. The wine industry has been hit by overplanting and reduced consumption due to a weakened economy. In addition, there has been an influx of inexpensive imports from Chile, Australia and South Africa. As a result, the industry has fragmented into distinct price and quality sectors, from ultrapremium to jug wines (see page 71). Indeed, Napa Valley growers earned nearly $3,000 per ton for their high-value grapes in 2002, while Fresno-area growers took in $136 per ton for lesser-quality varieties, CDFA reported.
Despite recent turmoil, the industry appears to have turned a corner, says David Freed of the Universal Capital Corporation (UCC) Group, which conducts an annual economics survey of the wine industry. Freed says that the outlook for "workhorse" varieties such as Chardonnay is improving. "People tend to talk red and drink white," Freed says.
UC viticulture advisor Ed Weber said that a silver lining of recent wine industry trends -for consumers, at least -may be the success of popular, very low-priced wines such as Charles Shaw, which is flying off the shelves for $1.99 per bottle at Trader Joe's.
The overwhelming success of so-called "twobuck Chuck" -which has sold an unprecedented 5 to 6 million cases since its introduction in early 2001 -demonstrates the ability of the wine industry to develop new markets for lower-quality fruit, Weber says.
Furthermore, Vasquez says, "This is an opportunity for people who didn't drink wine before to try it, and possibly look into higher-priced wines."
Grape production was up 12.5% in 2002, but prices received by growers were 17% lower.
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